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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Theodore Sturgeon, age eighteen
December 1936, aboard the Schoolship Annapolis




EDITOR’S NOTE


THEODORE HAMILTON STURGEON was born February 26, 1918 on Staten Island in New York City, and died May 8, 1985 in Eugene, Oregon. This is the first of a series of volumes that will collect all of his short fiction of all types and all lengths shorter than a novel. The volumes and the stories within the volumes are organized chronologically by order of composition (insofar as it can be determined). This earliest volume contains stories written between the end of 1937 and the beginning of 1940. Some are being published here for the first time; many others are appearing for the first time in book form.


For invaluable assistance in the preparation of this volume, the editor would like to thank Noel Sturgeon and the Theodore Sturgeon Literary Trust, Marion Sturgeon, Jayne Sturgeon, Ralph Vicinanza, Lindy Hough, Richard Grossinger, Debbie Notkin, Tom Whitmore, Samuel R. Delany, Dixon Chandler, Marty Traynor, Stephen Pagel, Jeannie Trizzino, Ray Bradbury, Arthur C. Clarke, Gene Wolfe, David G. Hartwell, Jonathan Lethem, Charles N. Brown, Judith Merril, Eric Van, T. V. Reed, Cindy Lee Berryhill, Gordon Van Gelder, Sam Moskowitz, Robert Lichtman, Donna Nassar, Robert Silverberg, Russell Galen, John Clute, and all of you who have expressed your interest and support.


My thanks also to the staffs of North Atlantic Books and Publishers Group West for their enthusiasm and their efforts on behalf of this challenging project. Succeeding volumes in this series will be appearing regularly until the collection is completed.




Three Forewords


by Ray Bradbury,


Arthur C. Clarke, and Gene Wolfe


ABOUT THEODORE STURGEON


by Ray Bradbury


PERHAPS THE BEST way I can tell you what I think of a Theodore Sturgeon story is to explain with what diligent interest, in the year 1940, I split every Sturgeon tale down the middle and fetched out its innards to see what made it function. At that time I had not sold one story, I was 20, I was feverish for the vast secrets of successful writers. I looked upon Sturgeon with a secret and gnawing jealousy. And jealousy, it must be admitted, is the most certain symptom a writer can know to tell him of another author’s superiority. The worst thing you can say of a writer’s style is that it bored you; the most complimentary thing I can think to say of Sturgeon is that I hated his damned, efficient, witty guts. And yet because he had the thing for which I was looking, originality (always rare in the pulps), I was forced, in an agony of jealousy, to return again and again to his stories, to dissect, to pull apart, to re-examine the bones. Whether or not I ever really discovered Sturgeon’s secret is a moot question. It is pretty hard to dissect laughing gas with a scalpel. Wit and spontaneity are far too evasive, they are brilliant gaseous material all too soon exploded and vanished. You put your hand up, as to a pulsation of fireworks in a summer sky, cry “There!” and pull back, for even while you tried to touch the wonder it blew away.


Sturgeon has many of the attributes of a magnificent firecracker string, ending in a loud 12-incher. There are sparklers and wondrous snakes and Vesuvian cones of invention, humor and charm in his stories. And before essaying your journey through this book and its attendant wonders, it may well reward you to have your glands x-rayed. For it is evident that Mr. Sturgeon writes with his glands. And if you do not read with your glands functioning healthily, then this is no book for you.


Now, writing with the glands is a precarious occupation. Many a good writer has tripped over his gut, you might say, and plunged to a horrible death, vanishing in writhing messes of tripe, down within the maw of his black monstrously evil typewriter. This is not true of Sturgeon, for it is evident that his viscera, at midnight, cast a most incredible glow upon all nearby objects. In a world of mock-pomp and towering hypocrisy it is wonderful to find stories written not only with the large enwrinkled object above the eyes, but most particularly with the zestful ingredients of the peritoneal cavity.


Above all, Sturgeon seems to love writing, delighting in the swiftly paced and happy tale. True, some of the tales enclosed herein are not monuments of gaiety, but, perversely, are cold green edifices of fear. This book is to be recommended by those blackly unscrupulous physicians who wish to dispatch such violences of warmth and coldness to their patients that influenza is the inevitable result. The extremes of temperature herein are incredible. “It,” a very serious tale, an unsmiling mask of a story, was evidently written in a black refrigerator at two in the morning. “Brat,”1 on the other hand, was culled from a daisy field on a hot summer’s day. “Shottle Bop”1 and “The Ultimate Egoist” reside in some half-twilight, speckled here and there with flashes of sunshine, deepening into shadow at the last.


I have never met Mr. Sturgeon, but his letters have been exploding in my mailbox for some time now, and from several days of theorizing, I see Mr. Sturgeon as a child run off from home on a spring day never to return, to take refuge and nourishment under a bridge, a bright small troll with whisking pen and ink and white paper, listening to the thunder of a timeless world overhead. And this incredulous troll, under his roaring bridge, unable to see the secret world rushing by above, has effected his own concepts of that hidden civilization. It might be 1928 up there, or 2432 or 1979, who knows? Part of his picture is drawn from a life he has guessed with hilarious accuracy from the sounds of the footfalls above, the clickings and talkings of people passing on the high paths; the rest is pure fantasy and invention, a giant carnival distorted but all the more real for its unreality. We see ourselves caught in grotesque gesture, in mid-act.


If you ask for the names of those stories most agreeable to me I would select “Poker Face,”1 a tale with a nice, if coincidental, irony and some very humorous writing in it, “Microcosmic God”1 for its fascinating generation on generation of Neoterics plus its unselfconscious hero, plus the Breather stories for their screwball antics. I also believe that “It,” partaking of a locale all too often neglected by American writers, will be with us for a good number of years as one of the finest weird tales in the genre.


Some day I hope to meet Sturgeon. I shall take me a walking trip across the midwest and the east, down country roads and along sycamore lanes, stopping by every old stone bridge to listen and look and wait, and perhaps one summer afternoon, in the silence of which such days partake, I shall look down and beneath a shale arch I shall find Mr. Sturgeon busily writing away with pen and ink. It will be hard to find him. For I have not as yet figured out what sort of bridge he prefers, the tall metal soaring architectural bridges like those of Brooklyn and San Francisco, or the little, forgotten, moss-covered creek bridges in home town ravines where mosquitos sing and the silence is green. When I have figured the two halves of his split writing personality I shall start my trek. And if it is night when I come upon some lone bridge somewhere I shall recognize his hiding place by the pure shining glow of his viscera making a light you can see across the furthest night meadow and hill.


In the meantime, I compliment Mr. Sturgeon by concluding that I still hate him.


ABOUT THEODORE STURGEON


by Arthur C. Clarke


THOUGH I DON’T suppose I met Ted Sturgeon for more than a half dozen times, he is a person of whom I still have very warm memories. I was, of course, familiar with his work long before I made my first visit to the United States in 1952, and he was one of the authors I was most anxious to meet.


Our first encounter is still remarkably clear in my mind. It was at his own home, shared with his wife Marion and their beautiful little son Robin. I can still remember two of the stories he told me. The first is how his stepfather had discovered the precious hoard of science fiction magazines Ted had hidden in the attic, and had carefully reduced all of them to confetti. The job, Ted added, must have taken him hours…


The other incident is more heartwarming, and now that both Ted and Bob Heinlein are gone, I can safely report it. Once, when Ted was even more broke than usual, Bob sent him not only a cheque but something even more valuable—plots for a half dozen good stories. It would be interesting to know which of these Ted was able to use.


I have just realized, rather belatedly, another Sturgeon/Heinlein connection. Ted’s original name was Edward Hamilton Waldo—and of course the word Waldo, for a remote-controller, was made famous by Heinlein. (I also wonder if Ted’s amendment of his first two names was made to avoid confusion with the famous “Universe Saver” of the 1930s pulps.)


As I wander back through my memories, the titles of many of Ted’s stories are appearing in a kind of slow flashback. “Mewhu’s Jet,” though a minor piece, has long intrigued me as a kind of precursor to E.T. (For my own involvement in this tangled story, via Satyajit Ray’s never-produced “The Alien,” see the recent Life & Death of Peter Sellers.) “The Hurkle Is a Happy Beast” is also one of my favourites—even though I’m a dog- and not a cat-person.


Ted’s stories have an emotional impact unmatched by almost any other writer (though two entirely different examples now come to my mind: Ray Bradbury and Harlan Ellison). “Thunder and Roses” is a classic example, and I’ve just realized, without the slightest embarrassment, that I used the same theme in “The Last Command.” It must have taken some courage for an editor to publish so downbeat a story during the depths of the Cold War, and I’m sure it must have evoked protests from the “Better Dead than Red” brigade.


For such a gentle and sweet-natured person, Ted had a talent for provoking controversy. Just as “Thunder and Roses” must have infuriated pathological patriots, so “The World Well Lost” enraged incurable homophobes—who, he told me, mailed him lavender-scented letters. And I won’t even mention “Affair with a Green Monkey” or Some of Your Blood, which I’m sure he wrote just to see what he could get away with…


Of all Ted’s stories, “The Man Who Lost the Sea” is my favourite, and the one which had the greatest impact on me, for personal as well as literary reasons. I too lost the sea for many years, and only rediscovered it in later life. “Transit of Earth,” which I consider my best story, owes much to Ted’s, even though the treatment is completely different. I feel sure I had Ted’s brilliantly-described skindiving episode in mind when I incorporated a hair-raising incident from my own career.


“The Man Who Lost the Sea” is a complex, stream-of-consciousness story which may go over the heads of many readers. (Did Ted anticipate the New Wave?) But perseverance will be rewarded. This small masterpiece was anthologized as one of the best short stories of its year, in any category—not only science fiction. I can’t even reread it without the skin crawling on the back of my neck.


One final comment: I have just discovered that though Ted’s date of birth was a year after mine, I’ve already lived a decade longer than he did.


What might he have done…


ABOUT THEODORE STURGEON


by Gene Wolfe


THREE DAYS BEFORE my fortieth birthday, I was as sick as I have ever been in my life; and on my fortieth birthday Rosemary took me to the doctor, who told her to take me to a hospital. She did, and I was shoved into a wheelchair, wheeled rapidly into the Contagious Disease Ward, and ensconced in a small private room without a door. I had the mumps.


Doctors shot me full of antibiotics, and by the next day I had discovered myself in possession of a television set and a remote control. Ever since TV was a big black box with a tiny screen, I had been working forty-two and a half hours a week and cutting the grass and writing in my spare time; I had never watched daytime TV. That second day in the hospital I did, and it was marvelous. There were soaps and amusing game shows and a rerun of The Dick Van Dyke Show at twelve thirty—I still remember the time slot. On the third day I grabbed my remote full of happy anticipation and convalescent optimism.


And it was just the same, with the sole exception of Dick Van Dyke. They might have been rerunning the previous day’s programs, and every ten minutes or so I thought they really were. Rosemary came to visit me, and I begged her to bring me something to read. Anything!


God, it is said, arranges everything for a purpose—and He’s often real mad at us when He does. Rosemary brought me Sturgeon Is Alive and Well …, that wonderful, wonderful book.


My eyes have been deteriorating since the sixth grade. My right (good) eye is extremely nearsighted. My left (bad) eye is nearly blind.


When Rosemary had gone, I read Sturgeon until I could no longer see the print, and wept tears of eyestrain. I tried to watch daytime TV instead and wept again, knowing that there were stories of unexampled excellence waiting in the book I held, inaccessible. When I could read again, I read “To Here and the Easel,” “Brownshoes,” and “It’s You!” I read “Jorry’s Gap,” a story I envied Sturgeon so much I felt like chopping him to bits at the end of it. I read “Take Care of Joey,” “Crate,” and “The Girl Who Knew What They Meant,” and when I could read no longer, I calculated the number of words Sturgeon had required to tell “Slow Sculpture.” I have the book before me, and the calculation is in the white space at the end of the story; nine thousand, nine hundred and seventy-five was my final estimate.


I wept, as I have said, and yelled at the crazy old man who wandered into my room every few hours carrying who knows what contagious disease, and tried to shoo away the beautiful little children who came hoping (I hope) that I would read them a story, carrying who knows what contagious diseases and in grave danger of catching mine.


I first met Sturgeon when I was in junior high school. I had fallen and hurt my leg, and for ten days or so my mother drove me to school, returning at three-thirty to bring me home. One afternoon there was a paperback book open on the car seat beside her, the book she had brought to read while she waited for school to let out. I’d seen Buck Rogers and Flash Gordon in the Sunday comics, and knew what the futuristic city on its cover portended; because I often got the mysteries my mother read in job lots when she was through with them, I asked her whether I could have this book—this science fiction book, though I did not know the words then—when she was finished. She told me she didn’t like it much, so I could have it right away.


The first story I read was “Microcosmic God” by Theodore Sturgeon. It has sometimes occurred to me that it has all been downhill from there.


Later, after I discovered the pulps, I read “Killdozer!” three times, beginning each new reading as soon as I finished the previous one; and though every story I read in those days might as well have carried the byline “A. Grownup,” eventually I began to seek out stories by Sturgeon and few others.


Until at last, when I myself was a published author of science fiction and considered myself an important one, I had dinner with Theodore Sturgeon. You know how the rest of this goes, I’m sure; you know all that I wanted to say, and that I said none of it and pushed my chair back at the end of the meal wishing that someone would chop me to bits.


Still later (only last year, in fact) Joe Mayhew gave me the Sturgeon Project’s pamphlet Argyll, containing Sturgeon’s childhood memoir. Both are dead now, Edward Hamilton Waldo and William Dicky “Argyll” Sturgeon, the unhappy stepfather whom Edward Waldo so bitterly hated. Theodore Sturgeon, on the other hand, has only gone away, leaving for us the best part of himself: his love, his wisdom, his mastery of the written word, and his delight in it.


If we weep today, you and I, let it be because they are not ours.




Heavy Insurance


“YOU AIN’T GOT much time to talk to him, you know,” said my blue-uniformed guide.


“I know,” I told him. “I’ll cut it short.” I followed him down a gloomy corridor into a room with a large grated window in one wall. In a few minutes Al appeared on the other side of the grating.


“Good grief, Phil,” he said. “I never expected any visitors.”


“Well,” I said, “I’ll never get over the shock of hearing that they had put you in here. Tell me about it.”


“Sure. Remember the trouble I was in? Lola’s hospital bill and the expense of Dad’s funeral and the mortgage? I’d given up hope of ever paying off all my debts. I couldn’t give Lola and the kid the things they should have. And such a little bit would have done it! But throwing luggage around in a baggage car doesn’t pay enough to support a family and bad debts, too.


“When we left Miami with that insured shipment I was nearly batty from trying to figure out a way to get in the clear. And there I was, working in the middle of thousands of dollars’ worth of fancy junk.


“The idea of pulling something never occurred to me, though, until I saw that package for Bernard. I can see that waybill yet: ‘Emil Bernard, Jeweler, New York City. Weight, 11 pounds. Value, $30,000.’ Thirty grand! And suppose it was bit stuff—rings and watches, etc.? To lift a couple of small items would cause plenty of trouble, but I might get by. The package was wrapped in heavy paper and glued with tape and tied with what looked like heavy fishing line. The cord was easy: a bowline at one end to make a loop, three turns around the package and a rolling hitch and two half hitches at the other end. The tape was a tricky proposition, but there was no ink anywhere near it. I wet my handkerchief, rolled it up to the same length as the tape, laid it on the floor and carefully put the package on it so that the water would soak through. Then I piled half a dozen shipments on top of it.


“I gave that tape time enough to soak, and when we pulled out of Jacksonville I had a look at it, and found it ready to peel. The coast was clear. Carefully I stripped the tape back until finally the edge of the paper appeared. I made short work of the cord and gently unfolded the wrapper.


“Inside were three layers of corrugated pasteboard. They covered a black leatherette case. It was locked. Nothing to do but wrap it up again. I picked up the first piece of pasteboard, to be stopped by a portable typewriter case, or whatever it was. Portable—holy smoke! I had a portable typewriter at home, and the key … I hunted feverishly through my pockets. I found it and stuck it in the keyhole of Bernard’s shipment.


“With a tiny click it opened. I flung back the lid and wheeled as I heard a step behind me.


“‘Hey, Al,’ said Krantz, holding out a puzzle book, ‘what’s an eight letter word for—what the devil are you doing?’ He stared into the case and whistled softly.


“‘Pretty slick, eh, Al? You know you had no authority to open this package, no matter what the circumstances. Of course, I’ll have to report this at Savannah. Trouble for you, boy, no matter how you look at it.’


“We were met in New York by two company big shots and an insurance man, as well as a city dick. I sure held the limelight for a while! We all went over to the express desk and waited. Pretty soon a little guy walked up and handed over a baggage slip. The clerk went over the carload that had just come in and found the package. The little guy picked it up and walked off, only to come back on the run.


“‘It says on the waybill eleven pounds,’ he said. ‘This doesn’t seem as heavy as that. Weigh it.’


“The clerk tossed it on the scales. ‘Six pounds and three ounces,’ he said.


“Bernard ripped the bundle open. He fished out a key and opened the case. It was empty. The plainclothes man looked at me and pulled out his handcuffs. ‘Bring the manager!’ Bernard squealed. ‘I’ve been robbed.’


“The insurance man and the dick walked up to him. The former put a comforting hand on his shoulder while the other grabbed his wrists and slipped on the cuffs. ‘You’re under arrest, Mr. Bernard,’ he said.


“‘What do you mean?’ Bernard yelled. ‘I’ve been robbed and you arrest me? What is this?’


“‘Fraud, Bernard,’ said the insurance man. ‘This messenger (he pointed at me) thought there was something fishy about that shipment and opened it. Luckily for us, the block of carbon ice you insured for thirty grand hadn’t melted when he saw it.’


“Well,” said Al, “that’s about all. They gave me a reward, a bonus and this job—head shipping clerk for the district. The only thing I don’t like about it is the building. It’s more like a jail than an express office. Thanks for coming. And on your way out, tell that watchman who brought you in here that I want to see him, will you?”




The Heart


I DON’T LIKE to be poked repeatedly by a hard bony forefinger until I give my attention to its owner, particularly if said owner is a very persistent drunk who has been told to scram twice and still hasn’t got the idea. But this drunk was a woman, and I couldn’t bring myself to slug her, somehow.


“Please, mister,” she droned. I pulled my sleeve out of her fingers. The movement was reflex, the involuntary recoil at the sight of a dead face.


She needed a drink; a fact that made little difference to me. So did I. But I had only enough change to take care of my own wants, and nobody ever had a chance to call me Sir Galahad. “What the hell do you want?”


She didn’t like to be snapped at like that. She almost told me off; but the thought of a free drink made her change her mind. She had a bad case of the shakes. She said, “I want to talk to you, that’s all.”


“What about?”


“Somebody told me you write stuff. I got a story for you.”


I sighed. Some day, maybe, I would be released from people who said a) “Where do you get your ideas?” and people who said b) “You want a story? My life would make the swellest—”


“Babe,” I said, “I wouldn’t put you on paper if you were Mata Hari. Go scare someone else with that phiz of yours, and leave me alone.”


Her lips curled back wickedly from her teeth, and her eyes slitted; and then, with shocking suddenness, her face relaxed completely. She said, “I’d hate you if I wasn’t afraid to hate anything ever again.”


In that second I was deathly afraid of her, and that in itself was enough to get me interested. I caught her shoulder as she turned away, held up two fingers to the barkeep, and steered her to a table. “That last crack of yours is worth a drink,” I said.


She was grateful. “One drink,” she said, “and I’m paid in full. In advance. You want the story?”


“No,” I said, “But go ahead.” She did.


I always kept pretty much to myself. I didn’t have the looks that other women have, and to tell the truth, I got along fine without them. I had a fair enough job, slapping a typewriter for the county coroner, and I had a room big enough for me and a few thousand books. I ran to seed a little, I guess. Ah—never mind the buildup. There’s a million like me, buried away in dusty little offices. We do our work and keep our mouths shut and nobody gives much of a damn about us, and we don’t mind it.


Only something happened to me. I was coming out of the borough hall one afternoon when I ran into a man. He was thin and sallow, and when I bumped him he folded up, gasping like a fish. I caught him and held him up. He couldn’t have weighed more than about ninety-four. He hung onto me for a minute and then he was all right. Grinned at me. Said, “Sorry, miss. I got used to a bad heart quite some time ago, but I wish it wouldn’t get in other people’s way.”


I liked his attitude. A pump like that, and he wasn’t crying any. “Keep your chin up that high and it won’t get in anyone’s way,” I told him. He tipped his hat and went on, and I felt good about it all evening.


I met him a couple of days later, and we talked for a minute. His name was Bill Llanyn. Funny Welsh name. After a few weeks it didn’t sound funny any more, I’d like to have had it for my own. Yes, it was that way. We had practically everything in common except that I have a constitution like a rhinoceros. Had then, anyway. He had a rotten little job as assistant curator in a two-for-a-nickel museum. Fed the snakes and tarantulas in the live-animal corner. He only got cigarette money out of it, but managed to eat on his wages because he couldn’t smoke. I knocked together a supper one evening in my place. He went mad over my books. It was all I could do to pry him loose. Oh, the poor man! It used to take him ten minutes to get up the one flight of stairs to my room. No, he was no Tarzan.


But I—loved that little man.


That was something I thought I didn’t know how to do. I—well, I’m not going to talk about it. I’m telling you a story: right? Well, it’s not a love story. Mind if I finish your drink, too? I—


Well, I wanted to marry him. You might think it would be a joke of a marriage. But God, all I wanted was to have him around, maybe even see him happy for once in his life. I knew I’d outlast him, but I didn’t think about that. I wanted to marry him and be good to him and do things for him, and when he got his call, he wouldn’t be all alone to face it.


It wasn’t much to ask—oh yes—I had to do the asking. He wouldn’t—but he wasn’t having any. He sat on my armchair in front of the fire with an ivory-bound copy of Goethe in one hand, and held up his fingers one by one as he counted off his reasons why not. He wasn’t making enough money to support both of us. He was liable to drop dead any second. He was too much of a wreck for any woman to call husband. He said he loved me, but he loved me too much to hang himself around my neck. Said I should find myself a real live man to get married to. Then he got up, put on his hat, said, “I’ll get out now. I never loved anyone before. I’m glad I do now. You won’t see me again. I haven’t got much longer to be around; I’d just as soon you never knew just when I check out. That’s the only thing left in the world that I can do for you.” Then he came over to me and said some more, and be damned to you; that’s for me to remember and for you to think about. But after he left I never saw him again.


I tried to get back into the old routine of typing and books, but it was rough. I did a lot of reading, trying to forget about it, trying to forget Bill Llanyn’s wasted face. But everything I read seemed to be about him. Guess I picked the wrong stuff. Schopenhauer. Poe. Dante. Faulkner. My mind went round and round. I knew I’d feel better if I had something to hate.


Hate’s a funny thing. I hope you don’t ever know how—how big it can be. Use it right, and it’s the most totally destructive thing in the universe. When I realized that, my mind stopped going round and round in those small circles, and it began to drive straight ahead. I got it all clear in my mind. Listen now—let me tell you what happened when I got going.


I found something to hate. Bill Llanyn’s heart—the ruined, inefficient organ that was keeping us apart. No one can ever know the crazy concentration I put into it. No one has ever lived to describe the solidness of hate when it begins to form into something real. I needed a miracle to make over Bill’s heart, and in hate I had a power to work it. My hate reached a greatness that nothing could withstand. I knew it just as surely as a murderer knows what he has done when he feels his knife sink into his victim’s flesh. But I was no murderer. Death wasn’t my purpose. I wanted my hatred to reach into his heart, sear out what was bad and let him take care of the rest. I was doing what no one else has ever done—hating constructively. If I hadn’t been so insanely anxious to put my idea to work, I would have remembered that hate can build nothing that is not evil, cause nothing that is not evil.


Yes, I failed. My boss came into the office one afternoon last week with a sheaf of morgue notes for me to type in triplicate and file away. Post mortems on stiffs that had been picked up during the last forty-eight hours. William Llanyn was there. Cause of death, heart failure. I stared at the notes for a long time. The coroner was standing looking out of the window. Noticed my typewriter stop without starting again, I guess. Without turning around, he said,


“If you’re looking at those heart-failure notes, don’t ask me if there isn’t some more to it—pericarditis, mitral trouble, or anything. Just write ‘heart failure.’”


I asked why. He said, “I’ll tell you, but damned if I’ll go on the record with a thing like that. The man didn’t have any heart at all.”


The woman got up and looked at the clock.


“Where you headed?” I asked.


“I’m catching a train out of here,” she said. She went to the door. I said goodnight to her on the sidewalk. She went down toward the station. I headed uptown. When the police emergency wagon screamed by me a few minutes later I didn’t have to go down to the tracks to see what had happened.




Cellmate


THEY SAY, “Ever been in jail?” and people laugh. People make jokes about jail. It’s bad, being in jail. Particularly if you’re in for something you didn’t do. It’s worse if you did do it; makes you feel like such a damn fool for getting caught. It’s still worse if you have a cellmate like Crawley. Jail’s a place for keeping cons out of the way a while. A guy isn’t supposed to go nuts in one.


Crawley was his name and crawly he was. A middle-sized guy with a brown face. Spindly arms and legs. Stringy neck. But the biggest chest I ever did see on a man his size. I don’t care what kind of a shirt they put on him. The bigger it was, the farther the cuffs hung past his hands and the tighter it was over his chest. I never seen anything like it. He was the kind of a lookin’ thing that stops traffic wherever he goes. Sort of a humpback with the hump in front. I’m not in the cell two weeks when I get this freak for a jail buddy. I’m a lucky guy. I’m the kind of lug that slips and breaks his neck on the way up to collect a jackpot playing Screeno in the movies. I find hundred-dollar bills on the street and the man with the net scoops me up for passing counterfeits. I get human spiders like Crawley for cellmates.


He talked like a man having his toenails pulled out. He breathed all the time so you could hear it. He made you wish he’d stop it. He made you feel like stopping it. It whistled.


Two guards brought him in. One guard was enough for most cons, but I guess that chest scared them. No telling what a man built like that might be able to do. Matter of fact he was so weak he couldn’t lift a bar of soap even. Hadn’t, anyway, from the looks of him. A man couldn’t get that crummy in a nice clean jail like ours without leaving soap alone right from the time they deloused him when they booked him in. So I said, “What’smatter, bull, I ain’t lonely,” and the guard said, “Shut the face. This thing’s got his rent paid in advance an’ a reservation here,” and he pushed the freak into the cell. I said, “Upper bunk, friend,” and turned my face to the wall. The guards went away and for a long time nothing happened.


After a while I heard him scratching himself. That was all right in itself but I never heard a man scratch himself before so it echoed. I mean inside him; it was as if that huge chest was a box and sounding board. I rolled over and looked at him. He’d stripped off the shirt and was burrowing his fingers into his chest. As soon as he caught my eye he stopped, and in spite of his swarthy skin, I could see him blush.


“What the hell are you doing?” I asked.


He grinned and shook his head. His teeth were very clean and strong. He looked very stupid. I said, “Cut it out, then.”


It was about eight o’clock, and the radio in the area below the tiers of cell-blocks was blaring out a soap opera about a woman’s trials and tribs with her second marriage. I didn’t like it, but the guard did, so we heard it every night. You get used to things like that and after a week or so begin to follow them. So I rolled out of the bunk and went to the gratings to listen. Crawley was a hulk over in the corner; he’d been here about twenty minutes now and still had nothing to say, which was all right with me.


The radio play dragged on and wound up as usual with another crisis in the life of the heroine, and who the hell really cared, but you’d tune in tomorrow night just to see if it would really be as dopey as you figured. Anyway, that was 8:45, and the lights would go out at nine. I moved back to my bunk, laid out a blanket, and began washing my face at the little sink by the door. At ten minutes to, I was ready to turn in, and Crawley still hadn’t moved. I said:


“Figurin’ to stay up all night?”


He started. “I—I—no, but I couldn’t possibly get into that upper bunk.”


I looked him over. His toothpick arms and legs looked too spindly to support a sparrow’s weight, let alone the tremendous barrel of a chest. The chest looked powerful enough to push the rest of him through a twenty-foot wall. I just didn’t know.


“You mean you can’t climb up?”


He shook his head. So did I. I turned in. “What are you going to do? The guard’ll look in in a minute. If you ain’t in your bunk you’ll get solitary. I been there, fella. You wouldn’t like it. All by yourself. Dark. Stinks. No radio; no one to talk to; no nothin’. Better try to get into that bunk.” I turned over.


A minute later he said, without moving, “No use trying. I couldn’t make it anyway.”


Nothing happened until three minutes to nine when the lights blinked. I said “Hell!” and swung into the upper bunk, being careful to put my lucky bone elephant under the mattress first. Without saying a word—and “thanks” was noticeably the word he didn’t say—he got into the lower just as we heard footsteps of the guard coming along our deck. I went to sleep wondering why I ever did a thing like that for a homely looking thing like Crawley.


The bell in the morning didn’t wake him; I had to. Sure, I should’ve let him sleep. What was he to me? Why not let the guard pitch ice-water on him and massage his feet with a night-stick? Well, that’s me. Sucker. I broke a man’s cheekbone once for kicking a cur dog. The dog turned around and bit me afterwards. Anyway, I hopped out of my bunk—almost killed myself; forgot for a minute it was an upper—and, seeing Crawley lying there whistling away out of his lungs, I put out a hand to shake him. But the hand stopped cold. I saw something.


His chest was open a little. No, not cut. Open, like it was hinged—open like a clam in a fish market. Like a clam, too, it closed while I watched, a little more with each breath he took. I saw a man pulled out of the river one time in the fall. He’d drowned in the summer. That was awful. This was worse. I was shaking all over. I was sweating. I wiped my upper lip with my wrist and moved down and grabbed his feet and twisted them so he rolled off the bunk and fell on the floor. He squeaked and I said, “Hear that bell? That means you’re through sleeping; remember?” Then I went and stuck my head under the faucet. That made me feel better. I saw I’d been afraid of this Crawley feller for a minute. I was just sore now. I just didn’t like him.


He got up off the floor very slowly, working hard to get his feet under him. He always moved like that, like a man with nothing in his stomach and two hundred pounds on his back. He had to sort of coil his legs under him and then hand-over-hand up the bunk supports. He was weak as a duck. He wheezed for a minute and then sat down to put on his pants. A man has to be sick or lazy to do that. I stood drying my face and looking at him through the rag towel.


“You sick?” He looked up and said no.


“What’s the matter with you?”


“Nothing. I told you that last night. What do you care, anyway?”


“Mind your mouth, cellmate. They used to call me Killer back home. I tore a guy’s arm off one time and beat him over the head with the bloody end of it. He was a little freak like you. He didn’t excuse himself when he walked in front of me.”


Crawley took all this noise calmly enough. He just sat there looking up at me with muddy eyes and didn’t say anything. It made me sore. I said, “I don’t think I like you. See that crack on the floor? That one there. You stay on this side of it. Cross that line and I pop you. See?”


Now that was a dirty trick; the running water was on “my” side of the line, and so was the cell door, where he’d have to go to get his eats. So was the bunk. He got up off the bunk clumsy-like, and crossed over to the window and stood with his back to it, looking at me. He didn’t look scared and he didn’t look sore and he didn’t look sorry. He just watched me, quiet, obedient like a hound dog, but all patience and hatred inside like a fat tabby cat. I snorted and turned my back to him, grasping the grating, waiting for chow. Prison rules were that if a man didn’t want to eat he didn’t have to. If he didn’t want to eat he wouldn’t show up at the grating when the mess wagon came along his deck. If he was sick, there was a sick call at ten o’clock. That was none of the trusty’s business, the guy who pushed the wagon. He fed whoever was reaching through the bars with his square messkit and his tin cup and spoon.


So I hung out there, and Crawley was backed up against the other wall and I could feel his eyes on my back. My mind was clicking right along. Funny, though. Like—well, like this:


“I oughta get paid for having to bunk with a sideshow. By God I will get paid, too. I got two messkits, his and mine. I can feel them eyes. Here’s one time I get four prunes and four pieces of bread and by golly enough prune juice to really sweeten that lousy coffee. Hot damn—tomorrow’s Wednesday. Two eggs instead of one! I’ll starve the—until he gets so weak an’ sick they’ll ship him out of here. Oh, boy—wait’ll Sunday! Wait’ll that misshapen cockroach has to watch me eatin’ two lumps of ice cream! An’ if he squeals I’ll break his neck an’ stuff it under his belt. I can feel—two sets of eyes!”


The wagon came. I stuck out one kit. A spoon of oatmeal and a dribble of watered, canned milk in one side; two prunes and juice in the other. Coffee in the cup. Two hunks of bread on the cup. I quickly stuck out the other kit. The trusty didn’t even look. He filled up again and moved on. I backed away with a kit in each fist. I was afraid to turn around. There was one guy behind me and I could feel two pairs of eyes on my back. I spilled a couple of drops of coffee from my left hand and saw I was shaking. I stood there like a damn fool because I was afraid to turn around.


I said to myself, what the hell, he could not pull his finger out of a tub of lard and he’s got you on the run. Put down the grub and walk on him. If you don’t like his eyes, close ’em. Close all—I gulped—four of them.


Aw, this was silly. I went over to him and said, “Here,” and gave him his messkit. I spooned a little oatmeal into his dish. I told him to go and sit on his bunk and eat. I showed him how to sweeten his coffee with prune juice. I don’t know why I did it. I don’t know why I never reminded him again about the line. He didn’t say a damn thing. Not even thanks.


I ate and washed my kit before he was half through. He chewed enough for two people. I guess I knew from the start that there was more to him than just one guy. When he was done he sat there looking at me again. He put his kit on the floor beside him and then went and stood by the window. I was going to say something to him about it, but I figured I’d let him be.


It was raining, gloomy outside. That was lousy. On a clear day they let us in the yard for an hour in the afternoon. Rainy days we had a half-hour in the area under the cell-blocks. If you had money you could get candy and smokes and magazines. If you didn’t have money you did without. I still had twenty cents. I was rolling my own, stretching it. Wasn’t nobody going to bring me cash money. I was doing a little sixty-day stretch for something that doesn’t matter very much, and if I watched it I could keep smoking until I was done here.


Well, anyway, on rainy days there’s not much to do. You make your bunk. If you have a break, you can usually drag up something interesting to talk about with your cellmate. As long as your cell is halfway clean looking, it’s okay, but they’re all scrubbed bone-white and chrome-shiny because that’s all there is to do. After I’d sat for an hour and a half smoking more than I could afford and trying to find something new to think about, I grabbed the bucket and brush and began to polish the floor. I made up my mind to do just half of it. That was a bright idea. When the guards came around inspecting for dirty cells at ten-thirty, one-half of this one would look crummy because the other half would be really scrubbed. That and Crawley’s dirty messkit would get him into a nice jam. The guards knew by this time how I kept my cell.


Feeling almost happy at the idea, I turned to and began wearing out my knees and knuckles. I really bore down. When I came to the middle of the cell I went back and started over. I worked right up to Crawley’s messkit. I stopped there. I picked it up and washed it and put it away. Crawley moved over to the clean half. I finished washing the floor. It certainly looked well-scrubbed. All over. Ah, don’t ask me why.


I put the gear away and sat down for a while. I tried to kid myself that I felt good because I’d shown that lazy monstrosity up. Then I realized I didn’t feel good at all. What was he doing; pushing me around? I looked up and glared at him. He didn’t say anything. I went on sitting. Hell with him. This was the pay-off. Why, I wouldn’t even talk to him. Let him sit there and rot, the worthless accident.


After a while I said, “What’s the rap?”


He looked up at me inquiringly. “What are you in for?” I asked again.


“Vag.”


“No visible means of support, or no address?”


“Visible.”


“What’d the man in black soak you?”


“I ain’t seen him. I don’t know how much it’s good for.”


“Oh; waiting trial, huh?”


“Yeah. Friday noon. I got to get out of here before that.”


I laughed. “Got a lawyer?”


He shook his head.


“Listen,” I told him, “you’re not in here on somebody’s complaint, you know. The county put you here and the county’ll prosecute. They won’t retract the charge to spring you. What’s your bail?”


“Three hundred.”


“Have you got it?” I asked. He shook his head.


“Can you get it?”


“Not a chance.”


“An’ you ‘got to get out of here’.”


“I will.”


“Not before Friday.”


“Uh-huh. Before Friday. Tomorrow. Stick around; you’ll see.”


I looked at him, his toothpick arms and legs. “Nobody ever broke this jail and it’s forty-two years old. I’m six foot three an’ two-twenty soaking wet, an’ I wouldn’t try it. What chance you got?”


He said again, “Stick around.”


I sat and thought about that for a while. I could hardly believe it. The man couldn’t lift his own weight off the floor. He had no more punch than a bedbug, and a lot less courage. And he was going to break this jail, with its twelve-foot walls and its case-hardened steel bars! Sure, I’d stick around.


“You’re as dumb as you look,” I said. “In the first place, it’s dumb to even dream about cracking this bastille. In the second place, it’s dumb not to wait for your trial, take your rap—it won’t be more than sixty—and then you get out of here clean.”


“You’re wrong,” he said. There was an urgency about his strange, groaning voice. “I’m waiting trial. They haven’t mugged me or printed me or given me an examination. If they convict me—and they will if I ever go to court—they’ll give me a physical. Any doc—even a prison doc—would give his eyeteeth to X-ray me.” He tapped his monstrous chest. “I’ll never get away from them if they see the plates.”


“What’s your trouble?”


“It’s no trouble. It’s the way I am.”


“How are you?”


“Fine. How are you?”


Okay, so it was none of my business. I shut up. But I was astonished at that long spiel of his. I didn’t know he could talk that much.


Lunch came and went, and he got his share, in spite of myself, and a little more. Nothing much was said; Crawley just didn’t seem to be interested in anything that went on around him. You’d think a guy whose trial is coming up would worry about it. You’d think a guy who was planning a jail-break would worry about it. Not Crawley. He just sat and waited for the time to come. Damn if I didn’t do all his fretting for him!


At two o’clock the bolts shot back. I said, “Come on, Crawley. We got a chance to stretch our legs in the area. If you got any money you can buy something to read or smoke.”


Crawley said, “I’m okay here. Besides, I got no money. They sell candy?”


“Yeah.”


“You got money?”


“Yep. Twenty cents. Tobacco for me for another two weeks at the rate of two or three home-made cigarettes per day. There ain’t one penny for anyone or anything else.”


“Hell with that. Bring back four candy bars. Two marshmallow, one coconut, one fudge.”


I laughed in his face and went out, thinking that here was one time when I’d have a story to tell the rest of the boys that would keep a lifer laughing. But somehow I never did get a chance to say anything to anybody about Crawley. I couldn’t tell you how it happened. I started to talk to one fellow and the guard called him over. I said howdy to another and he told me to dry up, he had some blues he wanted to soak in. It just didn’t work out. Once I really thought I had a start—one of the stoolies, this time; but just as I said, “Hey, you ought to get a load of my cellmate,” the bell rang for us to get back in the cells. I just had time to get to the prison store before the shutter banged down over the counter. I went back up to my deck and into my cell. I pitched Crawley his candy bars. He took them without saying aye, yes, or no—or thanks.


Hardly a word passed between us until long after supper. He wanted to know how to fix one blanket so it felt like two. I showed him. Then I hopped into the upper bunk and said:


“Try sleepin’ tonight.”


He said, “What’s the matter with you?”


“You was talking in your sleep last night.”


“I wasn’t talking to myself,” he said defensively.


“You sure wasn’t talking to me.”


“I was talking to—my brother,” said Crawley, and he laughed. My God, what a laugh that was. It was sort of dragged out of him, and it was grating and high-pitched and muffled and it went on and on. I looked over the edge of the bunk, thinking maybe he wasn’t laughing, maybe he was having a fit. His face was strained, his eyes were screwed shut. All right, but his mouth was shut. His lips were clamped tight together. His mouth was shut and he went on laughing! He was laughing from inside somewhere, from his chest, some way I never even heard of before. I couldn’t stand it. If that laughing didn’t stop right away I’d have to stop breathing. My heart would stop breathing. My life was squirting out through my pores, turning to sweat. The laughter went higher and higher, just as loud, just as shrill, and I knew I could hear it and Crawley could, but no one else. It went up and up until I stopped hearing it, but even then I knew it was still going on and up, and though I couldn’t hear it any more, I knew when it stopped. My back teeth ached from the way my jaws had driven them into the gums. I think I passed out, and then slept afterward. I don’t remember the lights going out at nine, or the guards checking up.


I been slugged before, many a time, and I know what it’s like to come to after being knocked out. But when I came out of this it was more like waking up, so I must have slept. Anyway, it wasn’t morning. Must have been about three or four, before the sun came up. There was a weak moon hanging around outside the old walls, poking a gray finger in at us, me and Crawley. I didn’t move for a few minutes, and I heard Crawley talking. And I heard someone else answering.


Crawley was saying something about money. “We got to get money, Bub. This is a hell of a jam. We thought we didn’t need it. We could get anything we wanted without it. See what happened? Just because I’m no beauty winner a cop asks us questions. They stick us in here. Now we’ve got to break it. Oh, we can do it; but if we get some money it don’t have to happen again. You can figure something, can’t you, Bub?”


And then came the answering voice. It was the grating one that had been laughing before. That wasn’t Crawley’s voice! That belonged to somebody else. Aw, that was foolish. Two men to a cell. One man to a bunk. But here were two men talking, and I wasn’t saying anything. I suddenly had a feeling my brains were bubbling like an egg frying in too much grease.


The voice shrilled, “Oh, sure. Money’s no trouble to get. Not the way we work, Crawley. He, he!” They laughed together. My blood felt so cold I was afraid to move in case my veins broke. The voice went on. “About this break; you know just what we’re going to do?”


“Yeah,” said Crawley. “Gee, Bub, I’d sure be wuthless without you. Man, what a brain, what a brain!”


The voice said, “You don’t have to do without me! Heh! Just you try and get rid of me!”


I took a deep, quiet breath and slowly raised up and hung my head over the edge of the bunk so I could see. I couldn’t be scared any more. I couldn’t be shocked any more. After seeing that, I was through. A guy lives all his life for a certain moment. Like that little old doc that delivered the quints. He never did anything like it before. He never did again. From then on he was through. Like a detective in a book solving a crime. It all leads up to one thing—who done it? When the dick finds that out, he’s through. The book’s finished. Like me; I was finished when I saw Crawley’s brother. That was the high point.


Yeah, it was his brother. Crawley was twins. Like them Siamese twins, but one was big and the other was small. Like a baby. There was only the top part of him, and he was growing out of Crawley’s chest. But that oversize chest was just built for the little one to hide in. It folded around the little one. It was hinged like I said before, something like a clamshell. My God!


I said it was like a baby. I meant just small like that. It wasn’t baby stuff, aside from that. The head was shaggy, tight-curled. The face was long and lean with smooth, heavy eyebrows. The skin was very dark, and there was little crooked fangs on each side of the mouth, two up, two down. The ears were just a little pointed. That thing had sense of its own, and it was bad clear through. I mean really bad. That thing was all Crawley’s crime-brains. Crawley was just a smart mule to that thing. He carried it around with him and he did what it wanted him to do. Crawley obeyed that brother of his—and so did everybody else! I did. My tobacco money; cleaning the cell; seeing that Crawley got fed—that was all the little twin’s doing, all of it. It wasn’t my fault. Nobody ever pushed me around like that before!


Then it saw me. It had thrown its hideous little head back to laugh, and it flung up a withered arm and piped, “You! Go to sleep! Now!” So—I did.


I don’t know how it happened. If I’d slept all that time the bulls would have taken me to the ward. But so help me, from that time until two o’clock I don’t know what happened. The Crawley twins kept me fogged, I guess. But I must have gotten dressed and washed; I must have eaten, and I’ll guarantee that the Crawleys didn’t wash no messkits. Anyhow, the next thing I remember is the bolt shooting back on the cell door. Crawley came up behind me as I stood there looking at it, and I felt his eyes on my back. Four eyes. He said:


“Go on. What are you waiting for?”


I said: “You’ve done something to me. What is it?”


He just said, “Get going.”


We walked out together, out along the deck and down two long flights of iron stairs to the area. We took maybe fifteen, maybe twenty steps, and then Crawley whispered, “Now!”


I was loaded with H. E. I was primed and capped, and the firing pin of his voice stung me. I went off like that. There were two guards in front of me. I took them by their necks and cracked their heads together so powerfully that their skulls seemed soft. I screamed and turned and bounded up the stairs, laughing and shouting. Prisoners scattered. A guard grabbed at me on the first landing. I picked him up and threw him over my shoulder and ran upward. A gun blammed twice, and each bullet went thuck! as it bored into the body of the bull I carried. He snatched at the railing as I ran and I heard the bones in his wrist crackle. I pitched him over the rail and he landed on another guard down there in the area. The other guard was drawing a bead on me and when the body struck him his gun went off. The slug ricocheted from the steps and flew into the mouth of a prisoner on the second deck. I was screaming much louder than he was. I reached the third deck and ran around the cell-block chattering and giggling. I slid to a stop and threw my legs over the railing and sat there swinging my feet. Two cops opened fire on me. Their aim was lousy because only three out of the twelve bullets hit me. I stood on the lower rail and leaned my calves against the upper one and spread out my arms and shouted at them, cursing them with my mouth full of blood. The prisoners were being herded six and eight to a cell, down on the area level. The guards in the area suddenly stood aside, making way like courtiers for the royalty of a man with a submachine gun. The gun began singing to me. It was a serenade to a giant on a balcony, by a grizzled troubadour with a deep-toned instrument. I couldn’t resist that music for more than a moment, so I came down to the area, turning over and over in the air, laughing and coughing and sobbing as I fell.


You watched me, didn’t you, you flatfooted blockheads? You got out your guns and ran from the doors, from the series of searching rooms, booking rooms, desk rooms, bull pens? You left the doors open when you ran? Crawley’s out in the street now. No hurry for Crawley. Crawley gives the orders wherever he is. There’ll be others—like me.


I’ve done work for Crawley. See me now? And—Crawley didn’t even say, “Thanks.”




Fluffy


RANSOME LAY IN the dark and smiled to himself, thinking about his hostess. Ransome was always in demand as a house guest, purely because of his phenomenal abilities as a raconteur. Said abilities were entirely due to his being so often a house guest, for it was the terse beauty of his word pictures of people and their opinions of people that made him the figure he was. And all those clipped ironies had to do with the people he had met last weekend. Staying a while at the Joneses, he could quietly insinuate the most scandalously hilarious things about the Joneses when he weekended with the Browns the following fortnight. You think Mr. and Mrs. Jones resented that? Ah, no. You should hear the dirt on the Browns! And so it went, a two-dimensional spiral on the social plane.


This wasn’t the Joneses or the Browns, though. This was Mrs. Benedetto’s menage; and to Ransome’s somewhat jaded sense of humor, the widow Benedetto was a godsend. She lived in a world of her own, which was apparently set about with quasi-important ancestors and relatives exactly as her living room was cluttered up with perfectly unmentionable examples of Victorian rococo.


Mrs. Benedetto did not live alone. Far from it. Her very life, to paraphrase the lady herself, was wound about, was caught up in, was owned by and dedicated to her baby. Her baby was her beloved, her little beauty, her too darling my dear, and—so help me—her boobly wutsi-wutsikins. In himself he was quite a character. He answered to the name of Bubbles, which was inaccurate and offended his dignity. He had been christened Fluffy, but you know how it is with nicknames. He was large and he was sleek, that paragon among animals, a chastened alley-rabbit.


Wonderful things, cats. A cat is the only animal which can live like a parasite and maintain to the utmost its ability to take care of itself. You’ve heard of little lost dogs, but you never heard of a lost cat. Cats don’t get lost, because cats don’t belong anywhere. You wouldn’t get Mrs. Benedetto to believe that. Mrs. Benedetto never thought of putting Fluffy’s devotion to the test by declaring a ten-day moratorium on the canned salmon. If she had, she would have uncovered a sense of honor comparable with that of a bedbug.


Knowing this—Ransome pardoned himself the pun—categorically, Ransome found himself vastly amused. Mrs. Benedetto’s ministrations to the phlegmatic Fluffy were positively orgiastic. As he thought of it in detail, he began to feel that perhaps, after all, Fluffy was something of a feline phenomenon. A cat’s ears are sensitive organs; any living being that could abide Mrs. Benedetto’s constant flow of conversation from dawn till dark, and then hear it subside in sleep only to be replaced by a nightshift of resounding snores; well, that was phenomenal. And Fluffy had stood it for four years. Cats are not renowned for their patience. They have, however, a very fine sense of values. Fluffy was getting something out of it—worth considerably more to him than the discomforts he endured, too, for no cat likes to break even.


He lay still, marveling at the carrying power of the widow’s snores. He knew little of the late Mr. Benedetto, but he gathered now that he had been either a man of saintly patience, a masochist or a deaf-mute. A noise like that from just one stringy throat must be an impossibility, and yet, there it was. Ransome liked to imagine that the woman had calluses on her palate and tonsils, grown there from her conversation, and it was these rasping together that produced the curious dry-leather quality of her snores. He tucked the idea away for future reference. He might use it next weekend. The snores were hardly the gentlest of lullabies, but any sound is soothing if it is repeated often enough.


There is an old story about a lighthouse tender whose lighthouse was equipped with an automatic cannon which fired every fifteen minutes, day and night. One night, when the old man was asleep, the gun failed to go off. Three seconds after its stated time, the old fellow was out of his bed and flailing around the room, shouting, “What was that?” And so it was with Ransome.


He couldn’t tell whether it was an hour after he had fallen asleep, or whether he had not fallen asleep at all. But he found himself sitting on the edge of the bed, wide awake, straining every nerve for the source of the—what was it?—sound?—that had awakened him. The old house was as quiet as a city morgue after closing time, and he could see nothing in the tall, dark guest room but the moon-silvered windows and the thick blacknesses that were drapes. Any old damn thing might be hiding behind those drapes, he thought comfortingly. He edged himself back on the bed and quickly snatched his feet off the floor. Not that anything was under the bed, but still—


A white object puffed along the floor, through the moonbeams, toward him. He made no sound, but tensed himself, ready to attack or defend, dodge or retreat. Ransome was by no means an admirable character, but he owed his reputation, and therefore his existence, to this particular trait, the ability to poise himself, invulnerable to surprise. Try arguing with a man like that sometime.


The white object paused to stare at him out of its yellow-green eyes. It was only Fluffy—Fluffy looking casual and easy-going and not at all in a mood to frighten people. In fact he looked up at Ransome’s gradually relaxing bulk and raised a long-haired, quizzical eyebrow, as if he rather enjoyed the man’s discomfiture.


Ransome withstood the cat’s gaze with suavity, and stretched himself out on the bed with every bit of Fluffy’s own easy grace. “Well,” he said amusedly, “you gave me a jolt! Weren’t you taught to knock before you entered a gentleman’s boudoir?”


Fluffy raised a velvet paw and touched it pinkly with his tongue. “Do you take me for a barbarian?” he asked.


Ransome’s lids seemed to get heavy, the only sign he ever gave of being taken aback. He didn’t believe for a moment that the cat had really spoken, but there was something about the voice he had heard that was more than a little familiar. This was, of course, someone’s idea of a joke.


Good God—it had to be a joke!


Well, he had to hear that voice again before he could place it. “You didn’t say anything of course,” he told the cat, “but if you did, what was it?”


“You heard me the first time,” said the cat, and jumped up on the foot of his bed. Ransome inched back from the animal. “Yes,” he said, “I—thought I did.” Where on earth had he heard that voice before? “You know,” he said, with an attempt at jocularity, “you should, under these circumstances, have written me a note before you knocked.”


“I refuse to be burdened with the so-called social amenities,” said Fluffy. His coat was spotlessly clean, and he looked like an advertising photograph for eiderdown, but he began to wash carefully. “I don’t like you, Ransome.”


“Thanks,” chuckled Ransome, surprised. “I don’t like you either.”


“Why?” asked Fluffy.


Ransome told himself silently that he was damned. He had recognized the cat’s voice, and it was a credit to his powers of observation that he had. It was his own voice. He held tight to a mind that would begin to reel on slight provocation, and, as usual when bemused, he flung out a smoke screen of his own variety of glib chatter.


“Reasons for not liking you,” he said, “are legion. They are all included in the one phrase—‘You are a cat!’”


“I have heard you say that at least twice before,” said Fluffy, “except that you have now substituted ‘cat’ for ‘woman.’”


“Your attitude is offensive. Is any given truth any the less true for having been uttered more than once?”


“No,” said the cat with equanimity. “But it is just that much more cliched.”


Ransome laughed. “Quite aside from the fact that you can talk, I find you most refreshing. No one has ever criticized my particular variety of repartee before.”


“No one was ever wise to you before,” said the cat. “Why don’t you like cats?”


A question like that was, to Ransome, the pressing of a button which released ordered phrases. “Cats,” he said oratorically, “are without doubt the most self-centered, ungrateful, hypocritical creatures on this or any other earth. Spawned from a mesalliance between Lilith and Satan—”


Fluffy’s eyes widened. “Ah! An antiquarian!” he whispered.


“—they have the worst traits of both. Their best qualities are their beauty of form and of motion, and even these breathe evil. Women are the ficklest of bipeds, but few women are as fickle as, by nature, any cat is. Cats are not true. They are impossibilities, as perfection is impossible. No other living creature moves with utterly perfect grace. Only the dead can so perfectly relax. And nothing—simply nothing at all—transcends a cat’s incomparable insincerity.”


Fluffy purred.


“Pussy! Sit-by-the-fire and sing!” spat Ransome. “Smiling up all toadying and yellow-eyed at the bearers of liver and salmon and catnip! Soft little puffball, bundle of joy, playing with a ball on a string; making children clap their soft hands to see you, while your mean little brain is viciously alight with the pictures your play calls up for you. Bite it to make it bleed; hold it till it all but throttles; lay it down and step about it daintily; prod it with a gentle silken paw until it moves again, and then pounce. Clasp it in your talons then, lift it, roll over with it, sink your cruel teeth into it while you pump out its guts with your hind feet. Ball on a string! Play-actor!”


Fluffy yawned. “To quote you, that is the prettiest piece of emotional claptrap that these old ears have ever heard. A triumph in studied spontaneity. A symphony in cynicism. A poem in perception. The unqualified—”


Ransome grunted.


He deeply resented this flamboyant theft of all his pet phrases, but his lip twitched nevertheless. The cat was indeed an observant animal.


“—epitome of understatement,” Fluffy finished smoothly. “To listen to you, one would think that you would like to slaughter earth’s felinity.”


“I would,” gritted Ransome.


“It would be a favor to us,” said the cat. “We would keep ourselves vastly amused, eluding you and laughing at the effort it cost you. Humans lack imagination.”


“Superior creature,” said Ransome ironically, “why don’t you do away with the human race, if you find us a bore?”


“You think we couldn’t?” responded Fluffy. “We can outthink, outrun, and outbreed your kind. But why should we? As long as you act as you have for these last few thousand years, feeding us, sheltering us and asking nothing from us but our presence for purposes of admiration—why then, you may remain here.”


Ransome guffawed. “Nice of you! But listen—stop your bland discussion of the abstract and tell me some things I want to know. How can you talk, and why did you pick me to talk to?”


Fluffy settled himself. “I shall answer the question socratically. Socrates was a Greek, and so I shall begin with your last questions. What do you do for a living?”


“Why I—I have some investments and a small capital, and the interest—” Ransome stopped, for the first time fumbling for words. Fluffy was nodding knowingly.


“All right, all right. Come clean. You can speak freely.”


Ransome grinned. “Well, if you must know—and you seem to—I am a practically permanent house guest. I have a considerable fund of stories and a flair for telling them; I look presentable and act as if I were a gentleman. I negotiate, at times, small loans—”


“A loan,” said Fluffy authoritatively, “is something one intends to repay.”


“We’ll call them loans,” said Ransome airily. “Also, at one time and another, I exact a reasonable fee for certain services rendered—”


“Blackmail,” said the cat.


“Don’t be crude. All in all, I find life a comfortable and engrossing thing.”


“Q.E.D.,” said Fluffy triumphantly. “You make your living being scintillant, beautiful to look at. So do I. You help nobody but yourself; you help yourself to anything you want. So do I. No one likes you except those you bleed; everyone admires and envies you. So with me. Get the point?”


“I think so. Cat, you draw a mean parallel. In other words, you consider my behavior catlike.”


“Precisely,” said Fluffy through his whiskers. “And that is both why and how I can talk with you. You’re so close to the feline in everything you do and think; your whole basic philosophy is that of a cat. You have a feline aura about you so intense that it contacts mine; hence we find each other intelligible.”


“I don’t understand that,” said Ransome.


“Neither do I,” returned Fluffy. “But there it is. Do you like Mrs. Benedetto?”


“No!” said Ransome immediately and with considerable emphasis. “She is absolutely insufferable. She bores me. She irritates me. She is the only woman in the world who can do both those things to me at the same time. She talks too much. She reads too little. She thinks not at all. Her mind is hysterically hidebound. She has a face like the cover of a book that no one has ever wanted to read. She is built like a pinch-type whiskey bottle that never had any whiskey in it. Her voice is monotonous and unmusical. Her education was insufficient. Her family background is mediocre, she can’t cook, and she doesn’t brush her teeth often enough.”


“My, my,” said the cat, raising both paws in surprise. “I detect a ring of sincerity in all that. It pleases me. That is exactly the way I have felt for some years. I have never found fault with her cooking, though; she buys special food for me. I am tired of it. I am tired of her. I am tired of her to an almost unbelievable extent. Almost as much as I hate you.”


“Me?”


“Of course. You’re an imitation. You’re a phony. Your birth is against you, Ransome. No animal that sweats and shaves, that opens doors for women, that dresses itself in equally phony imitations of the skins of animals, can achieve the status of a cat. You are presumptuous.”


“You’re not?”


“I am different. I am a cat, and have a right to do as I please. I disliked you so intensely when I saw you this evening that I made up my mind to kill you.”


“Why didn’t you? Why—don’t you?”


“I couldn’t,” said the cat coolly. “Not when you sleep like a cat … no, I thought of something far more amusing.”


“Oh?”


“Oh yes.” Fluffy stretched out a foreleg, extended his claws. Ran-some noticed subconsciously how long and strong they seemed. The moon had gone its way, and the room was filling with slate-gray light.


“What woke you,” said the cat, leaping to the windowsill, “just before I came in?”


“I don’t know,” said Ransome. “Some little noise, I imagine.”


“No indeed,” said Fluffy, curling his tail and grinning through his whiskers. “It was the stopping of a noise. Notice how quiet it is?”


It was indeed. There wasn’t a sound in the house—oh, yes, now he could hear the plodding footsteps of the maid on her way from the kitchen to Mrs. Benedetto’s bedroom, and the soft clink of a teacup. But otherwise—suddenly he had it. “The old horse stopped snoring!”


“She did,” said the cat. The door across the hall opened, there was the murmur of the maid’s voice, a loud crash, the most horrible scream Ransome had ever heard, pounding footsteps rushing down the hall, a more distant scream, silence. Ransome bounced out of bed. “What the hell—”


“Just the maid,” said Fluffy, washing between his toes, but keeping the corners of his eyes on Ransome. “She just found Mrs. Benedetto.”


“Found—”


“Yes. I tore her throat out.”


“Good—God! Why?”


Fluffy poised himself on the windowsill. “So you’d be blamed for it,” he said, and laughing nastily, he leaped out and disappeared in the gray morning.




Alter Ego


ONCE UPON A TIME, when the world was younger than it will be, and a little more foolish, there appeared a Leader. He was, in his prime, the unquestioned master of his land, and the force of his mind and of the thousands of fools who served him stilled all murmurs of reprisal. He gained his power by suasion and held it by bloodshed, and he throttled his people and by doing so deified them. That they must believe; for that was the only justification they had, poor things, to tell themselves…


Now the Leader appeared before his people one day, to frighten and praise them, and a missile came from the crowd and killed one of his ministers. This happening frightened the Leader, and he began to think how terrible it would be for him to be killed. He was a great power in the world, this Leader, and the masses he controlled were also a great power. But the power of those masses sprang from him, and he knew that if he were dead, then the masses would not be as they were. Some other leader would come forward and destroy his work, and worse, his name and fame and memory. He gave deep thought to this matter, and decided that he must have a servant that resembled him in every way, so that at no time would anyone know whether it was the Leader that faced the people, or his substitute. It was a pleasing plan, and he instituted a great and secret search through the land for such a servant.


It was hard. The details of that vast and quiet search are one of the most monumental stories ever to write its dark lines on the pages of history. But in months the thing was done, and the man was presented to the Leader.


He was perfect. Nearly every line of his face, every tone of his voice, every gesture, was that of his Leader. He knew the Leader’s ways, too, and the Leader’s thought. The Leader himself taught him what details he lacked, in many secret conferences held in the Leader’s rooms in the dead of night, with but one trusted sentry guarding the double doors.


There came a time when the Leader fell deathly sick from a malignance in his throat. He sent an urgent, secret message to the royal physician of a rival country’s King, and the physician refused to come. For had the Leader died under the knife, the physician never would have left those rooms alive.


But the Leader did not die. One was found to cure him, an old wise man whose only thought was for gain, and it was done, and forgotten. He did not die, but while he was sick, something worse than death happened to the Leader. It was his man, his perfect prototype.


He was too perfect.


While the Leader lay abed, his great organization had gone on its way unchecked, unhampered by his illness. His man had stepped in to fill his place, and had done it so perfectly that no one knew—no one ever knew. There had been four momentous decisions then, too, and the man had handled them well, even as he would have. Too perfectly.
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